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Abstract: 
 
Objective: To describe first-year college student-athletes' friendship contexts and test whether 
their perceptions of alcohol use and approval by different types of friends are associated with 
their own alcohol use. Participants: First-year student-athletes (N = 2,622) from 47 colleges and 
universities participating in National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) sports during 
February–March 2013. Methods: Student-athletes completed online surveys during the baseline 
assessment of an alcohol and other drug prevention program evaluation. Analyses tested whether 
perceptions of friends' alcohol use (descriptive norms) and perceptions of friends' approval of 
alcohol use (injunctive norms) predicted their alcohol use. Results: Both use and approval 
perceptions by upperclassmen, same-team, and most influential friends significantly predicted 
alcohol use. By contrast, only perceived use by first-year, nonteam, and less influential friends 
significantly predicted alcohol use. Conclusions: Athletics departments' alcohol policies and 
prevention programming for first-year student-athletes should address the potential influence of 
different types of friends on alcohol use. 
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Article: 
 
Alcohol use is common among college student-athletes: in 2013, 81% reported using alcohol in 
the past year, 44% of males and 33% of females reported heavy episodic drinking (ie, drinking 
4+ drinks in a row for females or 5+ for males), and 18% of males and 3% of females reported 
extreme drinking (ie, drinking 10+ in a row).1 As a result, the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) Sport Science Institute has stated that alcohol use continues to be the most 
important health and wellness issue facing their membership.2 Student-athletes have reported 
using alcohol as a coping mechanism for sports-related stress, as positive reinforcement for 
athletic performance, and to fit in with teammates.3 In other words, one reason for student-
athletes' rates of alcohol use may be that they spend considerable time in sports-related activities, 
and thus with their peers. Peers shape alcohol use among adolescents and young adults in 
general,4-7 and among college student-athletes more specifically.8-10 For example, college 
students' perceptions of how much their peers drink (ie, descriptive norms) and how much their 
peers approve of alcohol use (ie, injunctive norms) are 2 of the most reliable predictors of college 
students' alcohol use.11-13 Therefore, clarifying how the friendship context shapes alcohol use 
among college student-athletes can improve prevention programs trying to reduce alcohol use 
among this at-risk population. 
 
Despite the important role of peers in shaping alcohol use, little is known about college student-
athletes' potentially unique peer context or how this peer context shapes their alcohol use. For 
instance, limited research exists on how much time college student-athletes spend in-person or 
online with their closest friends and whether most of their friends are similar to themselves. 
Therefore, the first goal of our present study was to describe the friendship context of first-year 
college student-athletes attending 47 different colleges and universities, focusing specifically on 
students who were not old enough to drink legally. In addition, despite evidence that adolescents 
are differentially influenced by different types of relationships (eg, close friends, group 
members, fraternity/sorority members),5,14,15 no studies have tested whether perceptions of 
different types of friends (eg, same-team vs nonteam, upperclassmen vs first-year) are 
differentially associated with alcohol use. Therefore, the second goal of our present study was to 
test the extent to which college student-athletes' perceptions of use and approval by different 
types of friends predicted their own current alcohol use. 
 
Peer context 
 
Peers often shape adolescents' and young adults' decisions around health behaviors, including 
food intake,16,17 sexual behaviors,18,19 and substance use4-6,14,20 College students spend 
considerable time interacting with their peers, and these peers in turn play a critical role in 
shaping students' identity during college.21,22 Peer influence can be a major factor in the initiation 
of risk-taking behaviors among young adults,23 including alcohol consumption.4,24,25 
 
College student-athletes who believe that most of their friends use alcohol (ie, descriptive norms) 
and approve of alcohol-related behaviors (ie, injunctive norms) often have higher rates of alcohol 
use than others.8-10,26,27 Based upon the Theory of Normative Social Behavior,28 descriptive 
norms affect individuals' behaviors through 3 underlying normative mechanisms: injunctive 
norms (eg, social approval), outcome expectations (eg, benefits to self and others), and group 
identity (eg, similarity). Students' perceptions of how much their peers drink and their 
perceptions of how much their friends approve of drinking may both influence their behavior as 
they strive to fit in during social situations.29 Consistent with these ideas, the results of a 
normative alcohol intervention for college student-athletes demonstrated that sharing with 
student-athletes the actual campus rates of student-athletes' alcohol use and attitudes towards 
alcohol was associated with reductions in alcohol use and fewer negative consequences at 1-
month follow-up compared with baseline and further maintained at 2-month follow-up.30 
 
There are several reasons to expect that the strength and amount of influence might vary among 
different types of friends. College student-athletes spend much of their time in sport-related 
activities (eg, practice, competition, strength and agility training) and, consequently, with their 
teammates.31,32 Typically, student-athletes place great emphasis on their athlete identity and sport 
participation, and thus may spend much of their time with their teammates and other student-
athletes to further strengthen their athlete identity.32,33 Further, college student-athletes value the 
interpersonal and emotional relationships with their teammates31 and identify, on average, 4 of 
their 5 closest friends as other student-athletes.8 As a result, teammates and other student-athletes 
may have a stronger impact on college student-athletes' alcohol use than nonathletes. In addition, 
students in their first year of college may be influenced by the attitudes and behaviors of older 
peers, just as adolescents are influenced by older friends to use alcohol.34 For example, if they 
believe that their older peers are drinking a lot or approve of drinking, they may drink more to fit 
in or gain the approval of these older peers. 
 
Peer norms 
 
Perceived use by and approval from different types of peers can differentially contribute to 
college student-athletes' alcohol use. Yet only a few studies have examined the association 
between how much student-athletes think different types of friends approve of alcohol use and 
their own alcohol use. For instance, prior studies focused on teammates found that students who 
thought that their teammates approved of getting drunk35 or using alcohol10 were more likely to 
engage in risky drinking. Notably, however, these studies did not compare whether perceptions 
of teammates' drinking were stronger than perceptions of non-teammates' drinking. Another 
study found that student-athletes' perceptions of alcohol use by other athletes more strongly 
predicted their own alcohol use compared with their perceptions of alcohol use by nonathletes.8 
 
Present study 
 
Accordingly, the purpose of this study was twofold: (1) describe the friendship context of first-
year college student-athletes, and (2) test the extent to which first-year student-athletes' 
perceptions of their friends' alcohol use and their friends' approval of drinking are associated 
with their current alcohol use. We examined student-athletes' perceptions of different types of 
friends: first-year and upperclassmen friends, same-team and nonteam friends, and most 
influential and less influential friends. We hypothesized that perceptions of upperclassmen 
friends, same-team friends, and friends designated as most influential would be more strongly 
associated with student-athletes' current alcohol use than other types of friends. 
 
The present study has multiple unique strengths. First, we focused on a large sample of first-year 
college student-athletes attending 47 colleges and universities across the United States. Second, 
we examined whether alcohol use could be differentially affected by different types of friends. 
Past studies about athletes and friendship norms have examined how much athletes believed their 
friends drink and/or approve of their alcohol use,9,36 but those studies did not elucidate how 
much the association between perceived friendship norms and athletes' alcohol use varies across 
different types of friends. Given that perceptions about friends are important predictors of 
behavior,8-10,26,27,29 it is particularly useful to compare perceptions about different types of friends 
on student-athletes' alcohol use (eg, first-year vs upperclassmen friends); our study design 
allowed us to tease apart the role of perceptions about individual friends. 
 
Methods 
 
Participants and procedures 
 
This paper uses data from the baseline assessment of a larger study that aimed to optimize and 
evaluate myPlaybook, an online alcohol and other drug prevention program designed for 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) student-athletes.37,38 During a 3-week period 
from February to March 2013 and prior to accessing myPlaybook, student-athletes were invited 
to complete a Web-based baseline assessment of their friendship context and alcohol use 
behaviors. First-year student-athletes (N = 2,740) from 47 colleges and universities participated 
in the study. As alcohol use is illegal for young adults under the age of 21 years and our analyses 
focus on underage alcohol use as an outcome, we excluded 63 student-athletes who were age 
21 years or older. We excluded 2 student-athletes who did not report their sex or in-season 
competition status. Lastly, we excluded 53 student-athletes who did not name any friends, 
resulting in a final analytic sample of 2,622. 
 
Most student-athletes were either age 18 (48%) or 19 (48%) years. A higher percentage of 
student-athletes were from NCAA Division I schools (40.5%) than either Division II (30.0%) or 
Division III (29.5%) schools. Student-athletes participated in 28 different sports, with soccer 
(14%), football (11%), and outdoor track and field (10%) as the most commonly reported sports. 
Over half (56%) of the sports were currently in season. Approximately equal percentages of male 
(47%) and female (53%) student-athletes participated. Most student-athletes identified as 
White/Caucasian (81%), with another 11% identifying as Black/African American and 8% 
identifying as another race or 2 or more races; 8% of all student-athletes identified as Hispanic or 
Latino. 
 
The institutional review board at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro approved study 
protocols. All student-athletes provided informed consent electronically prior to completing the 
survey. 
 
Data analysis 
 
We used descriptive statistics to describe student-athletes' friendship context. Then, we used 
paired-samples t-tests to test differences between types of friends in the amount of time spent 
with friends, student-athletes' perceptions about friends' alcohol use, and student-athletes' 
perceptions about friends' approval of alcohol use. Next, we conducted a series of multiple linear 
regression analyses to test the relationships between student-athletes' perceptions of friends' 
alcohol use and approval and student-athletes' current alcohol use. In the regression analyses, we 
controlled for multiple demographic (eg, sex, race) and athletic team (eg, athletic season, NCAA 
division) variables that might be associated with alcohol use. We assumed that student-athletes 
who were missing a particular type of friend (eg, they did not identify any same-team friends) 
did not have that type of friend among their closest friends. Therefore, we excluded from the 
analysis student-athletes who did not have both types of friends being compared, and we did not 
use any missing data approaches to include them. All statistical analyses were performed using 
SPSS.39 
 
Measures 
 
Friendship types and characteristics 
 
Student-athletes listed the first names or initials of up to 5 of their closest friends who also 
attended the same college or university and answered a series of questions about each of these 
friends. For each question, student-athletes saw the names or initials of the friends they had 
identified. 
 
Types of friends 
 
We categorized types of friends based on 3 dimensions: year in school, athlete status, and most 
influential friend. First, student-athletes identified each friend's year in school (1st year 
[freshman], 2nd year or higher, graduate students), which we recoded into first-year versus 
upperclassmen. Second, student-athletes indicated whether each friend was a student-athlete (yes 
[on my team], yes [on a different team], no), which we recoded into same-team versus nonteam 
friends. Third, student-athletes identified which of these 5 friends they considered to be the most 
influential, which we recoded into most influential versus less influential friends. 
 
Time with friends 
 
Student-athletes indicated the total hours in the past 7 days that they spent interacting with each 
friend in-person (not counting time spent together in class or practice) and electronically (eg, 
texting, Facebook, Twitter, or e-mail): none, less than 1 hour, 1–3 hours, 4–7 hours, or 8 or more 
hours. We recoded time spent in-person and online at the midpoints of the intervals and 
computed the average number of hours across different types of friends (eg, same-team vs 
nonteam friends). 
 
Number of close friends 
 
In addition to the up to 5 close friends they listed by name or initials, student-athletes answered 2 
open-ended questions: one about the total number of other close friends they had at their same 
college or university and one about the total number of close friends they had who did not attend 
their same college or university. To calculate total number of close friends from the school, we 
added the number of close friends identified by name or with initials to the total number of other 
close friends from the same school. To calculate each student-athlete's total number of close 
friends, we added total number of close friends from the same school and the total number of 
close friends from outside of school. 
 
Perceived use 
 
To measure student-athletes' perceptions of friends' alcohol use, student-athletes indicated, on 
average, how many drinks of alcohol they thought each friend usually consumed per occasion: 
does not drink, less than 1 drink, 1 drink, 2–3 drinks, 4–5 drinks, or 6 or more drinks. We 
recoded the amount of alcohol consumed by friends at the midpoints. 
 
Perceived approval 
 
To measure student-athletes' perceptions of friends' approval of heavy episodic drinking, student-
athletes indicated the degree to which each of their friends would approve of them drinking 5 or 
more drinks on 1 occasion (1 = strongly disapprove to 5 = strongly approve). 
 
Student-athletes' alcohol use 
 
To determine current alcohol use, student-athletes reported how many days within the past 
30 days they had consumed alcohol: 0 days, 1 day, 2 days, 3–5 days, 6–9 days, or 10 or more 
days. For answer choices that contained ranges, we recoded the amount of alcohol consumed at 
the midpoints. 
 
Results 
 
Friendship context 
 
Student-athletes were in their first year of eligibility, yet they had already established clear 
friendship networks with other students at their college or university. Almost all students in the 
sample (96%) named 5 friends, the maximum allowed. The median total number of close friends 
from the same school was 10 friends (range = 1–105). Still, student-athletes had connections 
with many friends who were not at the same school: the median total number of close friends 
was 17 (range = 1–205). 
 
When asked to describe their 5 closest friends, student-athletes most often described these 
friends as similar to themselves. Like the student-athletes themselves, most friends were also 
first-year students rather than upperclassmen (M = 3.8, SD = 1.4 vs M = 1.2, SD = 1.4, t = 
47.66, p <.001). In fact, almost half of all student-athletes (46.8%) named only friends who were 
also first-year students (compared with only 2.9% who named only upperclassmen friends). 
Student-athletes also had more same-team friends than nonteam friends (M = 3.0, SD = 
1.7 vs M = 2.0, SD = 1.6, t = 15.55, p <.001). Although more students had nonteam friends than 
upperclassmen friends, twice as many students named only same-team friends (26.1%) as those 
who named only nonteam friends (10.8%). Most influential friends were also similar to the 
student-athletes: the majority were first-year students (71.6%) and on the same team as the 
student-athletes (63.2%). 
 
Time spent with friends 
 
On average, student-athletes spent approximately 5 hours per week in-person with each of their 
friends and just under 2 hours a week communicating online with each of them. As shown in 
Table 1, student-athletes spent significantly more time in-person, but less time online, with their 
friends who were most like themselves (ie, other first-year student-athletes; same-team friends). 
Student-athletes reported spending more time both in-person and communicating online with 
their most influential friends compared with their noninfluential friends. 
 
 
Table 1. Paired t-test comparisons of different types of friends' characteristics. 
 Same-team Nonteam  First-year Upperclassmen  
Most 
influential 
Less 
influential  
Characteristic Mean SD Mean SD t Mean SD Mean SD t Mean SD Mean SD t 
Hours spent in-person 5.20 2.49 4.67 2.63 7.02*** 4.97 2.42 4.42 2.66 7.39*** 5.82 2.74 4.69 2.33 23.42*** 
Hours spent online 1.71 2.07 1.93 2.28 4.59*** 1.79 2.05 1.91 2.27 2.58* 2.30 2.63 1.59 1.91 19.22*** 
Perceived use 2.35 1.93 2.57 2.00 5.36*** 2.15 1.90 2.34 2.03 4.56*** 2.21 2.18 2.46 1.87 8.21*** 
Perceived approval 2.40 1.18 2.48 1.19 4.19*** 2.38 1.17 2.38 1.21 0.16 2.32 1.27 2.47 1.17 10.97*** 
n (range)a   1610-1632    1274-1294    2497-2533  
Note. a Paired t-test analyses for everything except number of close friends, which only included students who listed 
at least 1 friend of each type. Therefore, the sample size for each analysis differed, depending on how many students 
had both types of friends being considered. The sample size for each of the number of close friends analyses 
was N = 2,622. 
* p <.05; *** p <.001. 
 
Comparisons of friends' perceived alcohol use 
 
Friends most similar to the student-athletes (ie, other first-year student-athletes; same-team 
friends) were perceived by student-athletes to drink a little less on average than their nonteam 
and upperclassmen friends (see Table 1). In terms of perceptions of friends' approval of alcohol 
use, same-team friends (M = 2.40, SD = 1.18) were perceived by student-athletes as slightly less 
likely to approve of their drinking compared with nonteam friends (M = 2.48, SD = 1.19), but 
there were no mean differences in perceived approval between upperclassmen (M = 2.38, SD = 
1.21) and first-year friends (M = 2.38, SD = 1.17). Student-athletes also perceived that their most 
influential friends both drank less and were less likely to approve of their drinking compared 
with their less influential friends. 
 
Testing the link between perceived use, perceived approval, and student-athletes' alcohol use 
 
As previously described, student-athletes who did not have both types of friends being compared 
were excluded from the corresponding regression analyses. Thus, analyses for year in school 
included only 50.3% of student-athletes, and analyses for team status included only 63.1% of 
student-athletes. Almost everyone identified both an influential friend and other friends, so 
analyses for influential friends included 99.2% of student-athletes. 
 
Perceived use and perceived approval 
 
All friends 
 
When considering all named friends, both perceptions about alcohol use and perceptions of 
friends' approval were significantly associated with student-athletes' current alcohol use: student-
athletes who perceived their friends as drinking more and approving of their drinking were more 
likely to drink (see Table 2). Notably, the standardized regression coefficient for perceived use (β 
=.391, p <.001) was larger than the standardized regression coefficient for perceived approval (β 
=.181, p <.001). 
 
 
Table 2. Regression analysis for student-athletes' perceptions of friends' alcohol use and 
approval of use predicting student-athletes' current alcohol use. 
 All friends Year in school Team status Influence 
Variable β p β p β p β p 
All friends         
 Perceived use .391 .000***       
 Perceived approval .181 .000***       
First-year         
 Perceived use   .239 .000***     
 Perceived approval   .034 .516     
Upperclassmen         
 Perceived use   .109 .008**     
 Perceived approval   .208 .000***     
Same-team         
 Perceived use     .226 .000***   
 Perceived approval     .131 .002**   
Nonteam         
 Perceived use     .176 .000***   
 Perceived approval     .082 .059   
Influential         
 Perceived use       .176 .000*** 
 Perceived approval       .167 .000*** 
Less influential         
 Perceived use       .227 .000*** 
 Perceived approval       .046 .216 
Controls         
 Out of season .101 .000*** .131 .000*** .100 .000*** .102 .000*** 
 Female −.011 .562 .017 .474 −.013 .556 −.016 .338 
 Black race −.036 .041* −.050 .047* −.041 .059 −.036 .042* 
 Other race −.007 .681 .005 .836 −.001 .973 −.008 .628 
 Division 2 .003 .882 −.009 .836 −.002 .922 .003 .859 
 Division 3 .032 .090 .018 .721 .020 .413 .037 .051 
 R2 .301  .303  .299  .317  
Note. Season was coded as 0 = In season, 1 = Out of season; Sex was coded as 0 = Male, Female = 1; Black race 
was coded as 0 = White or Other race, 1 = Black; Other race was coded as 0 = White or Black, 1 = Other race; 
Division 2 was coded as 0 = Division 1 or 3, 1 = Division 2; Division 3 was coded as 0 = Division 1 or 1, 1 = 
Division 3. 
* p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001. 
 
First-year versus upperclassmen friends 
 
Only student-athletes' perceived use by first-year friends was significantly associated with 
student-athletes' current alcohol use (β =.239, p <.001). In contrast, both perceived use (β 
=.109, p =.008) and perceived approval (β =.208, p <.001) by upperclassmen friends were 
significantly associated with current student-athletes' alcohol use, with a larger standardized 
regression coefficient for perceived approval. 
 
Same-team versus nonteam friends 
 
Both perceived use (β =.226, p <.001) and perceived approval (β =.131, p =.002) by same-team 
friends were significantly associated with current student-athletes' alcohol use, although the 
standardized regression coefficient for perceived use was larger. In contrast, only perceived use 
by nonteam friends was significantly associated with current alcohol use (β =.176, p <.001). 
 
Influential versus less influential friends 
 
Both perceived use (β =.176, p <.001) and perceived approval (β =.167, p <.001) by most 
influential friends were significantly associated with student-athletes' current alcohol use. In 
contrast, only perceived use by less influential friends was significantly associated with student-
athletes' current alcohol use (β =.227, p <.001). 
 
Comment 
 
The first goal of our study was to describe the friendship contexts of a sample of first-year 
student-athletes from 47 colleges and universities. We found that among their closest friends at 
their school, first-year student-athletes primarily identified friends who were similar to 
themselves (ie, most were also first-year student-athletes and on the same team). Student-athletes 
also spent more time in-person with friends most similar to themselves compared with friends 
who were not on their same team or were upperclassmen. When apart from friends and 
teammates, college student-athletes maintain virtual contact via online social networking sites.40 
As a result of increased monitoring of college student-athletes' use of online social networking 
sites,41 text messaging presents another medium for communication within personal 
relationships. Given the rapid increase in opportunities for socializing online (eg, online social 
networking sites; chat functions; social media applications), one might suspect that young adults 
are starting to spend more time interacting with their friends online rather than in-person. Our 
results, however, indicate that the opposite is true: student-athletes spent over 2.5 times more 
time in-person with their friends compared with the time spent online with them. Although the 
student-athletes in our study spent more time in-person with their friends, the mutual time spent 
online may not be unimportant, as what students see online contributes to their development of 
norms and can impact their alcohol use. For example, previous studies have demonstrated a link 
between the alcohol use descriptive norms adolescents encounter online and their attitudes 
toward alcohol,42,43 as well as their own alcohol use.44 
 
The second goal of our study was to test whether student-athletes' perceptions of friends' alcohol 
use and perceptions of friends' approval of alcohol use were related to their own alcohol use. 
Consistent with past studies, we found that both how much student-athletes thought their closest 
friends drank (ie, descriptive norms) and perceived peer approval from their closest friends (ie, 
injunctive norms) were related to student-athletes' alcohol use.8-10,26,27 Notably, however, 
student-athletes' perceptions of their friends' alcohol use had a larger association with student-
athletes' current alcohol use than student-athletes' perceptions of their friends' approval of 
alcohol use. 
 
One strength of our study is that we collected data from student-athletes about their individual 
friends, which allowed us to identify important differences across types of friends. When we 
analyzed perceived use and perceived approval within subsets of friends, we found that 
associations with student-athletes' current alcohol use differed across types of friends. Perceived 
approval by upperclassmen friends, for example, had a larger association than perceived use by 
these friends, differing from the patterns noted when looking at all close friends. Comparing 
standardized beta values from the regression analyses across categories of friends, perceived use 
by first-year friends had the greatest association with student-athletes' current alcohol use. In 
addition, our comparison of the standardized betas of the perceived use by same-team friends 
compared with nonteam friends supports social norms theory, which indicates that the more 
proximal the norm, the greater the effect of the norm on behavior.45 
 
The alcohol use behaviors that student-athletes perceived were modeled by same-team friends, 
first-year students, and less influential friends and may set an example for student-athletes on 
what alcohol use behaviors would allow them to fit in with peers most similar to themselves. Yet 
dissimilar peers may also be important. As the perceived approval by upperclassmen was a 
particularly strong predictor of student-athletes' current alcohol use, program developers may 
want to create interventions that use upperclassmen as opinion leaders to diffuse more 
appropriate alcohol use norms. Such strategies have been used successfully to reduce tobacco use 
intentions among adolescents.46 Alcohol use reduction programming specifically targeting the 
natural leadership capabilities of upperclassmen student-athletes may be effective, as the 
upperclassmen on an athletic team convey to the first-year students joining the team what alcohol 
use attitudes are acceptable for the team. In addition, programs targeting teams collectively to 
discuss how teammates' alcohol use and heavy episodic drinking can affect the entire team may 
appeal to first-year student-athletes seeking approval of upperclassmen on the team. 
 
Limitations 
 
This study was cross-sectional; thus, we could not study whether changes in perceived use and 
perceived approval were associated with changes in alcohol use. Whereas our study measured 
student-athletes' alcohol use and their perceptions of their friends' use and approval at one time 
point only, different types of norms may better predict current versus future alcohol use. Our 
results identified a larger link between perceived use and student-athletes' current alcohol use 
compared with perceived approval. However, previous research found that whereas descriptive 
norms were the best predictor of college fraternity and sorority members' current alcohol use, 
injunctive norms were the best predictor of their future alcohol use behaviors.14 The norms 
variables in our model account for 30% of the variance; the portion that is unexplained could be 
accounted for by other predictors of alcohol use (eg, outcome expectancies, motives for 
drinking), as well as other characteristics of friends, such as the amount of time spent with 
friends (in-person and online) and digital exposure to alcohol via social media. 
 
Future directions 
 
As student-athletes in our study entered only the first names or initials of their friends, we could 
not determine whether their friends were also enrolled in the study or use friends' reports of their 
own behaviors. Therefore, we could only test the role of student-athletes' perceptions of friends' 
alcohol use and perceptions of friends' approval of alcohol use on student-athletes' behaviors and 
not the role of friends' actual behaviors. Our results suggest that future studies of student-athletes' 
friendships could collect network data from all first-year students at a college or university to 
allow researchers to develop a more complete picture from which to evaluate possible 
connections among specific characteristics of student-athletes' friends, friends' actual behaviors, 
alcohol use norms, and alcohol use. Future studies should also examine the role of different types 
of peers in the development of other behaviors, such as sexual risk behaviors and other negative 
alcohol-related consequences, to determine the mechanisms by which peers, perceived norms, 
and risky behaviors are interrelated among college student-athletes. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This study describes the friendship context among first-year college student-athletes. Our results 
indicated that student-athletes have friends who are similar to themselves (ie, also first-year 
student-athletes and on their same team) and spend more time interacting with their friends in-
person than online. Because so many of their friends are other first-year students, our findings 
suggest that a comprehensive depiction of first-year student-athletes' friendships could be 
obtained by collecting data suitable for social network analysis from all first-year students at a 
college or university. Furthermore, prevention programming aimed at reducing alcohol use 
among student-athletes should consider the potential influence from different types of friends on 
alcohol use by involving different types of peers (eg, upperclassmen on the same athletic team) 
as leaders during program delivery. Finally, this paper presents the foundation for investigating 
further the roles social norms from different types of friends play in influencing other risk 
behaviors of college student-athletes. 
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